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House Chair Urban, Acting Senate Chair Musto, and distinguished Members of the Select
Committee on Children:

We submit this written testimony on behalf of Connecticut Voices for Children, an independent,
research-based nonprofit organization dedicated to speaking up for children and youth in the
policymaking process that has such a great impact on their lives.

I. Connecticut Voices for Children supports subsection (a) of Section 1 of S.B. 844,

recognizing that improving foster parent retention is a2 major key to reducing overtreliance

on congregate cate and improving outcomes for children in the child welfare system.

However, we believe that subsection (b) imposes an undue burden on the juvenile court

system, and believe that the appropriate remedy for aggneved foster parents should be an
- administrative hearing.

Every child deserves to grow up in a family. Unfortunately, there are not enough foster homes to
meet the needs of Connecticut’s children who have been removed from their homes because of
abuse or neglect. As a result, a significant number of kids are unnecessarily placed in congregate
(group) care settings.

* Because congregate care involves shift workers, it is detrimental to the formation of secure
attachment and long-term relationships." Not only are these congregate care settings
developmentally harmful, they are also more expensive than alternative family placements.? Finally,
children in congregate care settings are less likely to be adopted or otherwise find a permanent -

~ home. As the Connecticut Department of Children and Families (DCF) has recognized, “Family
foster care is the most effective means to reduce unnecessary reliance on congregate care. Even
more importantly however, it aids in the achievement of timely permanency for children and youths
through the work that foster families can do W1th biological families and by serving as one of the
greatest sources for adoption.”®

While DCF has devoted significant resources to the recruitment of new foster families, it has failed -
to meet its legal obligation under the Juan F. settlement” for net increase in foster homes. In 2008,
DCF agreed to add 350 foster family homes statewide by June 30, 2009 and an additional 500
statewide by June 30, 2010. However, as of October 2010, DCF had achieved a net gain of only
42 homes". In fact, in the 3 quarter of this year, DCF lost 300 homes."
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As recruiting a sufficient number of foster families to fit the need is a difficult challenge, it is
imperative that DCF does a better job of retaining the foster families it already has. In 2002, the
Office of the Inspector General of the federal Department of Health and Human Services,
commented on the importance of foster parent retention, stating that “the loss of these trained and
experienced foster parents greatly impacts the foster care program,” and suggesting that “it may
have an even greater impact on programs than failing to recruit new foster families.”™ Retaining
existing families not only decreases the strain on recruitment efforts, but also increases placement
stability and boosts the likelihood that children are placed with experienced foster parents.™

While some turnover of foster parents is due to adoption, retirement, and other changes in family
circumstances, a significant minority of foster parents closing their licenses are doing so because
they feel inadequately supported or respected by DCF.* In exit surveys (conducted by CAFAP
under contract with DCF) for families closing their licenses during fiscal years 2007, 2008, and 2009,
over 20% of families surveyed indicated that the primary reason for closing their license was either a
“lack of respect” by DCF, inadequate support, or inadequate services provided by DCEF to the
children in their care. Enacting this legislation would improve the foster parent experience and
could help increase retention of some of the foster parents who would otherwise leave the system
for these reasons.

Furthermore, we believe that the rights provided in the legislation clarify current policy and are
consistent with accepted best practices. Social work researchers Ramona Denby, Nolan Rindfleisch,
and Gerald Bean conclude that sharing of information and mutual respect is intimately related to
foster parent satisfaction: “Foster parents are satisfied when their relationship with agency social
workers and other agency personnel is characterized by sharing of information, respect, and positive
regard ”* To advance such a relationship, they favor a “reconceptualization” of foster parents as
“para-professionals.” Such a reconceptualization requires an agency cultural shift. In the CAFAP
exit interviews, 27.5% of foster families disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement “DCF
included me and considered my experience with the child in my care when making decisions about
his/her future”. As one foster parent and experienced occupational and behavioral therapist
commented, “[In a professional capacity] I am used to working as a team with the parent, with the
school, with the other providers. But the caseworkers just want to tell you this is what you are going
to do, this is how we do it and that is it. So there is really no sense of team, there is just hand
slapping.” When parents are seen, in the words of Denby, Rindfleisch, and Bean, as “ancillary
help,” foster parents feel unappreciated and unsupported, and are less likely to continue fostering.

Most of the concepts contained in this bill— treating foster parents with respect, involving them in
case-planning to the extent practical, sharing information regarding the children in their care to the
extent allowed by law and providing appropriate training, not retaliating against foster parents— are
not controversial. Furthermore, most, if not all fall within current department policy, if not always
practice. However, we believe that this legislation is a positive addition because it collects all of
these “rights” in one location and requires DCF to distribute copies, ensuring that foster parents are
more informed about policies affecting them. Even more important, it indicates to foster parents
that we as a state recognize their contributions as valued members of the treatment team.

According to the 2010 CAFAP satisfaction survey addendum, 42% of foster families reported that
they were recruited by a friend, “through a relative,” or by other foster families®. Therefore,



improving current foster family perceptions is a key not only to increasing retention, but also to
boosting recruitment of new foster families.

‘However, we do not support allowing foster parents to bring grievances under this section to the
Superior Court for Juvenile Matters. Given the fact that the court system is already overburdened,
we believe a more appropriate venue would be to allow foster parents to bring grievances in
administrative hearings. We believe that this Would provide resolution vnthout overwhelming the
juvenile court system.

I1. Connecticut Voices for Children strongly supports H.B. 6225: An Act Requiring a
- Results-Based Accountability Report Card on Out-of-State Residential Treatment of
Children

We are pleased that Commissioner Katz has indicated that reducing the utilization of out-of-state
residential treatment facilities will be a priority of the new administration. While in certain situations
an out-of-state residential placement is the most appropriate choice given the specific needs of a
child, Connecticut Voices for Children believes that children are best served in their communities of
origin whenever possible. We recognize that, in certain cases, “out-of-state” residential treatment
facilities (in Massachusetts, for instance) are closer to the community of origin than comparable
facilities within the state of Connecticut. However, the Court Monitor’s September 2010 Ad Hoc
Review of Out of State Children revealed that children are still being placed as far away as Texas.™ -
When children are placed hundreds or thousands of miles away from their communities of origin,
this prevents them from developing the bonds necessary to achieve permanence after returning
from out-of-state. Furthermore, it creates strains on the entire child welfare system as caseworkers
must make face-to-face visits. Not only is this prohibitively expensive™, but it can also negatively
impact other cases on a worker’s caseload. In sum, any step to reduce the use of out-of-state
residential facilities is welcome, assuming the youth are able to receive appropriate services in-state.
Consequently, requiring a results-based accountability report card is a posmve step towards reducing
overreliance on the use of out-of-state facilities.
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